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one


One thing, at least, is certain: everything, absolutely everything, that I shall say here is entirely and exclusively my own fault.
—Salvador Dalí



Here’s the thing.

You know that whole deal about rainbows being a promise or something?

It’s not true.

It’s crap. If it was true, I wouldn’t be home sitting on the driveway in the rain, a massive sucking black hole of a failure. I’d be packing for Chicago.

The rainbow arching over Camelback Mountain is beautiful, though. It’s been raining all day—a rarity in Phoenix—and only now has the downpour stopped. Clouds roll by fast overhead, purple-gray animals growling and flashing teeth. But they haven’t moved far enough west to block the setting sun. Its fading rays create the aforementioned rainbow.

It’s the first time I’ve even hinted at smiling since graduation. A week ago tonight.

Many things suck about living here; the smell of desert rain is not one of them. So I left my room when I saw it wasn’t pouring, and still have a soft charcoal pastel stick in hand. I sketch the image on the driveway: a black-and-slate-colored rainbow over the smudged profile of Camelback, which does in fact look like a camel that’s lain down.

Or is it … laid? Ha! For a seventeen-year-old girl, I often feel like a thirteen-year-old boy. So come August, does that mean I’ll be eighteen or fourteen? Discuss.

The driveway is a perfect urban canvas for the rainbow and the mountain. A rogue raindrop splatters right in the middle of the camel’s hump (ha!), so I smudge it into the charcoal, and suddenly the mountain is in perspective. Not bad.

I wonder if Mr. Hilmer, my junior high art teacher, would approve. “You done good, Amanda,” he liked to say, even though ever since about seventh grade, I’ve been Zero to my friends. Which until last week numbered exactly one. I never talked Mr. Hilmer into using my nickname, but at least he didn’t call me Amy like some other people I could mention.

Dad’s truck rolls down the street and veers toward the driveway as rain starts to fall again, smearing my drawing, bleeding it off the concrete. Good. Sucked anyway.

I don’t move. Dad maneuvers around me to park in the carport.

“How’s it going, Z?” he calls as he locks up the truck.

I rub my fingers together, creating charcoal mud. “Moist,” I call.

“That’s kind of a gross word, you know!” Dad shouts, laughing, as I hear him walking into the carport. Our kitchen door opens before he even gets there, as Mom chooses this moment to make an appearance. Oh yeah, this’ll end well.

“Amy!” my mother calls, her harpy voice reverberating around the carport. “Come inside! It’s raining, for heaven’s sake!”

Amy. Like I’m in fifth grade or something. My teachers used to say it, too, before high school. All of them except Mr. Hilmer. He was nice enough to call me Amanda. God, what I’d give to talk to him right now.

Dad, as always, chooses my side. “Oh, hell, Miriam, a little rain won’t kill the kid.”

“Richard, I don’t want her to catch a cold….”

“Colds are caused by viruses, not weather!” I call. Helpfully.

“Amy!”

“Would you get off her back for two seconds?” Dad’s voice starts to muffle as it sounds like he muscles past Mom into the kitchen.

“Richard!” my mom yells, and the door slams shut. At the exact same moment, the charcoal stick snaps in my hand.

I fling the broken pieces into the street. My empty fingers immediately tie themselves into sailor knots in my lap. They tend to do this anytime I’m feeling, shall we say, tense.

The rainbow over Camelback fades and dies. I blame my mom. Dad hasn’t made it any farther than the kitchen; I can hear them screaming even from out here.

“It’s not fair,” I mutter to Camelback. Instead of starting freshman year at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago like I wanted—like I’d dreamed about since Mr. Hilmer’s classes—I’m going to this dumbass community college in September to crank out my dumbass core classes before transferring to a dumbass in-state university.

Maybe by the time I get to a university, I’ll be able to at least move out of the house. But the way things have started this summer, I shouldn’t get my hopes up. Moving in with my super-awesome former best friend is out of the question, so maybe I’ll end up living with my parents the rest of my life. Sweet.

“But I got in,” I whisper toward Camelback, hoping the mountain will offer some kind of comfort. “I got accepted, and it doesn’t even count?”

Camelback heaves a sigh and a shrug.

I head into the house, rain plastering my colorless bangs against my (bulbous, fleshy) cheeks. My parents’ voices carry from the living room, where Mom is having an epic meltdown.

I head to my room and shut the door. Their acidic voices burn right through the walls, as usual.

That does it; I’m out of here.

Dad’ll leave soon enough. It’s Friday, which means it’s time to pony up to Scotty’s Bar & Grill; underline Bar. But I’m not going to wait till then. And I’m staying out until it’s late enough that Mom’s gone to bed and Dad’s either still tossing back a few at Scotty’s or at home passed out on the couch.

I pass my easel—a drafting table cranked to a severe angle—where I’ve been working on a charcoal trompe l’oeil (French: fools the eye. Class dismissed! Thanks, Mr. Hilmer!). It’s a drawing of a candle burning inside an inflated balloon. The candle leaps off the page in pseudo three dimensions, like its gray flame could light a cigarette. Very ironic, very surreal.

Very lame.

The balloon is a flat circle. My shading is all wrong. It isn’t very good. Neither are the three dozen heavy impasto oil or acrylic canvases stuffed in my closet. Neither are the faces I’ve drawn on my ceiling over the past four years or so. Which reminds me, I need to paint over the geometric portrait of Jenn I did last year. I don’t need her staring down at me every night. It’s not like it’s photorealistic, but I know it’s her, and that’s reason enough.

I haven’t talked to Jenn since graduation. Up until that whole mess went down, me and Ex-Best-Friend Jenn had planned to bum around all summer; be all, like, young and irresponsible. I’d sketch and she’d cook and life would be peachy until I left for one of the best art schools in the country, and instead—

I scowl up at the portrait, like it’s the painting’s fault I’m still in Phoenix. I’m terrified I might be what professional artists would call a hack, which is another word for no-talent lump of shit, but without the dramatic flair. Maybe I should cut off one ear and develop a solid narcotics habit?

I sign my usual initial Z at the bottom of the drawing, finishing it. My Salvador Dalí clock says it’s almost eight; time to get a move on.

I pick up today’s copy of the Phoenix New Times from my desk and flip through the music section. I catch a break at last: Nightrage has a show tonight at The Graveyard. That’ll work. Nightrage isn’t going to be playing in town for much longer, from what I’ve heard. Allegedly, they’re going on a national tour with another formerly local band, Black Phantom, who signed with an indie label in L.A. last year and are starting to get some radio play on the West Coast. Local Boys Make Good.

New Times says a band called Gothic Rainbow is opening for Nightrage. Haven’t heard of them, but the name reminds me of my ill-fated driveway drawing, chalky black and gray. I imagine a large painting … maybe from a perspective behind me, where you could see both me drawing on the pavement and the rainbow over Camelback itself—?

Anyway. Gothic Rainbow. What are they, gay vampires? I reach for my phone to call Jenn and ask if she’s heard of the band. Fortunately, I’m able to jerk my hand back before I even pick it up.

Man, that was close.

I root through my dresser for something appropriate to wear. Bad idea, because I can’t help but catch my reflection in the glass of one of my four framed Salvador Dalí prints. I refuse to have a mirror in my room, because honestly, I don’t much care what I look like. Except when I, you know, see myself.

“And we ratchet up the revulsion,” I mumble to my reflection in the Metamorphosis of Narcissus poster, while poking helplessly at the ring of chub above my waistband. Must cut back on eating, you know, deep-fried butter or whatever. Stays crunchy in milk!

I grab my favorite jeans and pull them on quickly to hide the white-hot shame of my reflection. They’re a bit baggy—one of their chief attractions—so I cinch them with this belt I painted on back in eighth grade in Mr. Hilmer’s class. What was once empty green leather is now adorned with fading ants, melting watches, and other surrealistic icons associated with the best fucking artist in the galaxy.

Here’s the thing.

I wouldn’t call it a Dalí phase. It’s more of a “Dalí fervent devotion with psychotic tendencies.” Salvador Dalí is my hero. I’ve got the four prints of his on my walls, plus the clock, which depicts Three Young Surrealist Women Holding in Their Arms the Skins of an Orchestra, and a handful of T-shirts with his work on them. I painted these Dalí trademark replicas on the belt myself, though. I’m pretty proud of the work, and so was Mr. Hilmer at the time. He called it one of my best expressions. Wearing it reminds me of Mr. Hilmer, who retired after I graduated. He said he waited an extra year just so he could have me in his class one more time in eighth grade. I don’t know about that, but it was nice to hear.

Someday, I remind myself as I rummage for a T-shirt, I’m going to St. Petersburg, Florida, to visit (or move into) the Salvador Dalí museum. See his work up close and personal, study the brushstrokes, and probably have a cataclysmic orgasm just standing there. But Florida’s a long ways away, and I can’t quite muster the guts to borrow/steal money from the account Dad set up to pay for school, which is “hands-off for anything except educational expenses!” A trip to the Dalí museum would be educational, in my humble opinion, but I don’t think SAIC would hand me credit for it, so no can do.

Then again, SAIC is no longer an option anyway. Goddammit, this is not fair. From May 1, when I got my acceptance letter, to May 28, life was so sweet I didn’t even hear Mom and Dad’s usual melee. Then last week—hours before graduation, for god’s sake—I got the other letter from Chicago, the one starting “Dear Ms. Walsh, With regret, your scholarship application has been …”

And that was just the start of the worst night/week/summer of my life.

Whatever. I grab a black shirt from my dresser: D.I., that sweet, old Orange County band that never quite made it mainstream. Nobody ever knows who D.I. is. You can tell the idiots from the cool people by who asks, “What’s a D-X-I-X?” The Xs are periods, dumbass.

I glance at my hair in the glass pane of one poster. It’s still wet from the rain and starting to frizz out, so I yank on my old blue canvas cabbie cap to cover it.

“You pretty much suck,” I remind my reflection, and pull the brim of the cap down to shade my eyes. At least my hat looks cool. I shove my wallet into my hip pocket, grab my keys, and go out to begin a night of blessed punk oblivion.

My mother has other ideas.
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 … the secret of my influence has always been that it remained secret….
—Salvador Dalí



She’s in the kitchen washing dishes, which means Dad must be changing his clothes to hit the town. I try to turn invisible as I hustle behind her to the carport door.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

(They don’t understand me/What we need is no moms! —Casey Royer, lead singer of D.I. Thanks, Casey.)

“Out. See ya.”

“Amy, it’s storming out, and it’s not safe to drive.” Dishes clatter in the sink.

“Mom, it is not storming,” I say.

Thunder rumbles and shakes the windows. Figures.

“Much?” I add.

“Amy, no. It’s not safe.”

I turn to her. “What the hell isn’t safe?”

“Please do not swear at me….”

“Mom,” I say (patiently, of course), “I’m just going to hang out for a while, is all.”

“With Jenn?”

Um, no. But what I say is, “I kinda sorta rather doubt it, can I go now?”

“Amy, no.”

“Miriam, yes.” Maybe I should’ve just lied and said I was meeting Jenn.

Mom’s eyes flash. I try to make mine do the same. We lock gazes and try to stare each other down.

I win. Mom turns back to the sink. I take this as a victory and open the door.

“You step foot outside this house, you will regret it, young lady.” She tries—fails—to sound all authoritative.

And, just out of curiosity, when does one cease to be a Young Lady, and what term follows it? Youngish Lady? Young Woman? Gal? Twennysumfin’ Lady? I mean, god, I start college in September; “young lady” seems a little stupid.

“I won’t be out late,” I say, and walk into the carport, slamming the door shut behind me.

I rush to my car, a battered black Peugeot 404 (thanks, Dad), and scamper inside. I can see Mom in the kitchen window mouthing something unhappy as I pull away from the house, leaving our bland tan gravel yard for a more suitable venue to mope in.

Theoretically? I’ve just sold off a month of freedom for this little escape, but Dad’ll overrule any punitive damages my mother tries to hand down. He’s handy that way. Especially if I ask him after a few beers. He’ll let me off the hook just to piss Mom off. I don’t think I’ve ever been grounded.

I roll down my window to let rain splash my arm, and turn on the radio. Sweet; Flashback, a local show on every Friday, is just starting. First song turns out to be by Ghost of Banquo, this way old funky jazz band. A good sign; I’ve never been able to find their album—they only released one—so it’s cool to hear it. My night improves ever so slightly. It tanks again when the DJ reminds me that the Chili Peppers will be here in September with the Lollapalooza tour, and that I, tragically, will not be in attendance, because while Dad can often bail me out of Mom Prison, his allowance is sporadic at best, and someone named Me wasn’t able to get a ticket.

I pull into the parking lot of The Graveyard, which is nearly full. I have to park in the dirt—correction, mud—and run through the rain to get to the door.

The Graveyard is quaking. I expect flakes of monochrome paint to chip off and fall beneath a bass beat I can feel in my fillings. Maybe the sonic boom will rattle my brain enough for me to forget about life for a few hours. The Graveyard is an all-ages punk dive that probably should’ve been condemned like all the other punk dives that’ve gone under in the past decade. Not many places left in town for the underage crowd to gather for mayhem.

I pull the door open, go inside, pay the cover, and dive into the chaos. It isn’t Nightrage playing onstage, so presumably this is the suck-ass Gothic Rainbow.

Except as I look around the club for a place to hang out—dance floor or indoor patio?—I realize the band isn’t suck-ass at all.

More like kicking ass.

An enormous pit is going full throttle in front of the stage. The crowd is awkwardly mixed; toothpick-legged punkers slam beside cloned university jocks in ball caps and flannels. A recipe for disaster! Sooner or later, someone with a full hawk is going to have a go at someone wearing a football team baseball hat. (Let the irony sink in.) Blood will flow, the combatants will be ejected, and the night will go on. I am unthrilled the scene is taking a turn in this direction; just last year, punk shows were attended by (gasp!) punks. The fact that these two elemental forces of nature are both enjoying the same band is, shall we say, remarkable.

And damn, they’re good! You know those songs you hear just the first few seconds of but right away you know you’re going to be repeating them over and over for the next couple weeks? That’s how it feels right now listening to them.

I pick my way through the crowd for a closer look at the band. I secure a spot near one corner of the stage where it looks like I’ll be safe from any straggling slam dancers who might get tossed my way.

The singer is a behemoth, two feet taller and two feet broader than me. He sports a mane of long, straight, honey-colored hair and pounds on a black guitar. Screeching baritone vocals punch my (thick, ample) gut. His hair isn’t punk—maybe he’s being ironic?—but his singing sure is. He salts the lyrics with an occasional pickitup pickitup! to keep his fans swarming.

The other guitarist looks more in place in this dive, with short, bleached, spiked hair and a yellow T-shirt that says “Old’s Cool.” When he spins around, I see “Pathos” scrawled across the back of his shirt. Nice. Pathos is a Chicago-based punk band that has never come to Phoenix, and probably never will. Scene’s too small here, which is probably why Nightrage is headed out. Escaping the event horizon that is the boundary of Metro Phoenix: Black Hole for the Arts. Can’t say as I blame ’em.

The bassist stands still, a roll of belly hanging over his jeans, barely harnessed by a plain blue T-shirt. He chews his lip like he’s afraid he might lose his place.

I shift position to get a look at the drummer, who is relegated to anonymous darkness upstage and camouflaged behind cymbals. I catch a glimpse of hair swinging over his face as he pounds away with a rhythm that sounds more like jazz than punk, but played with the requisite ferocity of the genre.

The song ends with a crash, ripping cheers out of the audience. Fists plunge up through the sweaty air. Someone shouts, “You rock! You rock!”

“Thanksalot,” the singer says into the mic, as the bassist moves to check something on his amplifier and the drummer stands to adjust a cymbal.

Here’s the thing.

If you had a couple of priceless sapphires and held them up to the rays of the setting sun in the moments after a Sonoran monsoon, they’d be lifeless next to this guy’s eyes.

So I’m a girl, sue me, but oh my god.

My fingers ache for my paints, something, anything I can use to capture those eyes forever. A blank canvas, the ceiling in my room, one dirty wall of The Graveyard, I don’t care, I need my paint now. Or my charcoals. It isn’t just the color of his irises, it’s the intensity in them I need to preserve.

He’s starting to sit down when our gazes meet.

I. Freeze. Solid.

He isn’t drop-dead gorgeous, by my or anyone else’s standards. He has a narrow sort of face, and short hair except for shiny black skater bangs that reach his chin, old-school style. His body reminds me of a scarecrow, drumstick arms draped by an unpretentious white T-shirt.

But … have I mentioned his eyes?

So I stand there like an idiot, my mouth hanging open, thinking, He looked at me—he looked at me—he looked at me.

This is No Big.

He must’ve felt me staring at him and intuitively intercepted my gaze. I’m certain of this as he blinks and resumes his drumming posture without another glance in my direction. Probably I look like a psycho. A step up? Discuss. Wish I had the guts to talk to him after the show—

My rapture breaks as someone smashes into me, almost sending me to the floor.

“Shit, look out!” someone shouts at me.

I regain my footing. Some jackass jock who’s been tossed out of the pit stands in front of me, unibrow furrowed, white ball cap askew at a jaunty frat angle.

“S-sorry,” I say. For what, standing here? Dick.

He assesses me, up and down. “Are you a dude?”

Alas, my wit escapeth me! I have no droll response for yon gent. So I say—I really, truly say this:

“No.”

Ten minutes from now, I will come up with the perfect rejoinder, something demure, like I have some ideas on what you can go do, kind sir, and only half involve your mother.

The walking penis laughs and shoves past me to the bar.

Welcome to my life.

I push my way to the patio, where I find an unoccupied bar stool. I order a Coke and glance at my reflection in the mirror that runs the length of the wall behind the back bar.

God, do I look like a guy? Tonight’s nothing out of the ordinary, not a special ensemble I’ve put together for the evening’s festivities. Like tonight, my usual uniform consists of jeans or cargo shorts or maybe overalls, a T-shirt, and one of more hats than I know what to do with. I keep my hair short because I don’t care to mess with it.

Oh yeah, baby. I’m a peach. (Or Perhaps the Pit, I alliterate. Snicker.) But I mean, come on, there are plenty of women in here tonight who aren’t dressed any diff—

“Hey.”

On the patio, which is separated from the dance floor by thick windows, the noise is considerably lower, so there’s no mistaking her voice.

“Oh,” I say. “Hey, Jenn.”
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I do not paint a portrait to look like the subject. Rather does the person grow to look like his portrait.
—Salvador Dalí



Jenn’s dressed to slay, her outfit glamorous, alluring, and casual all at once. Her curly copper hair is wound into a mass of tight, flouncy coils. (Fucking goddess.) Jenn’s a great cook, and I can smell faint hints of foreign spices as she sits beside me. Whatever she made for dinner, it must’ve been good.

Jenn tries on a nervous smile. “So … how’s it going?”

“Fine,” I say, lying. I never would’ve expected her to come here by herself. Usually she’s with some guy every weekend. Well, almost every weekend.

I haven’t made eye contact yet. I make a big show of squinting past her through the picture windows, pretending, sort of, to be preoccupied with trying to catch another look at the drummer. I have a pretty good view now. His toned arms flail mercilessly, his knees popping up and down off unseen pedals.

“These guys are pretty good,” Jenn says, filling a pause that looks to embarrass her as much as me.

“Uh-huh.”

Jenn leans closer, trying to match my gaze. I counter by leaning backward. I don’t think Jenn notices. “What’re you staring at?”

“Eh, nothing.”

“Got a crush?” Jenn asks with a weak chuckle.

I whirl away from the window. “No.”

Jenn keeps studying the band. “Not the singer,” she says, like to herself. “Definitely not the bass player. The guitarist?”

“No.”

“The drummer.”

I take a sip of Coke.

Jenn manages a tense laugh and pokes me in the ribs. “It’s him, isn’t it?”

For a second, just a second, it’s like nothing ever happened. I remember Something Did when Jenn looks down at her hand and quickly folds it into her lap.

“He’s pretty cute,” she says with heroic hopefulness. “Maybe you should talk to him.”

“Do you not find that comment even remotely ironic?”

Jenn winces. That makes me feel bad. Surprisingly.

“Sorry,” I say, coming within an iota of meaning it.

“Nah, it’s cool,” Jenn goes, all morose. “I get it.”

I take another sip and watch the drummer.

Jenn glances out the window again. “Well, if you think he’s hot, you should talk to him. I mean, if you think he’s cute—”

“I do,” I snap. “And I won’t.”

And it’s not that he’s cute. Or hot. It’s something that’s else.

Jenn starts to smile. “Oh, come on—”

“Okay, Jenn? I don’t think this is a conversation I want to have with you right now, so.”

I nod to indicate she’s free to leave at any point in the near future. Now being one example.

Jenn’s smile evaporates. “Oh,” she goes. “Yeah, um. Okay.” She slips backward off her seat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bug you. See ya later?”

I almost stop her. Almost. Jenn scowls and goes out into the crowd. She saunters up to a tall slab of meat dressed in jock regalia and rubs against him. Guess she’s not alone after all.

And he looks familiar. Oh, super! Mr. “Are You a Dude,” in the rancid flesh!

The jock strokes Jenn’s sides and whispers into her ear. Jenn grins wickedly, as if our little discussion hasn’t bothered her at all, and nods to him. But she shoots me this look over her shoulder through the windows.

I shake my head. Jenn gives me the same frowny face she always gives me whenever I bum her out, then they shove their way to the exit and are gone.

Good. Blow the joint with that Cro-Magnon asswipe and leave me here to pine away for some drummer who I will never have the balls, if you will, to speak to. And of course she and I need to talk. Just … not yet.

But I can’t leave, either. There’s a good chance Jenn is lingering outside, pressed up against a jockmobile and getting herself nice and felt up before they take off for her house or his dorm/apartment/basement/locker room to get liquored up and bump uglies. Like hell I’m going to wander outside and be witness to that. God, I should have stayed home.

Ten minutes. I’ll wait ten minutes to make sure they’re gone, then go home and pretend to be an artist for a little while before I pass out. Outstanding.

Gothic Rainbow finishes their set with three monster power chords. The audience goes wild, and I’d clap too except that I’d look like—well, a dork clapping all by herself.

“Thanksalot, we’re outta here,” the singer says into his mic as the other guys start unplugging their instruments. “Nightrage is comin’ up next, so stick around. We’re Gothic Rainbow, ssssssee ya!”

To keep myself busy, I keep an eye on the drummer as he disassembles his drums, twirling chrome knobs in his fingers and packing cymbals away in black cases. I check the clock over the bar. Seven more minutes.

Nightrage comes onstage as Gothic Rainbow finishes their teardown. There are handshakes and palm slaps all around. I’m sort of surprised; Nightrage is a great band but has a reputation for being assholes. Nightrage sets their gear up and runs through sound check (test one, test two, test test testicles, huh huh huh!) as Gothic Rainbow disappears backstage.

Good. I can’t handle staring at the drummer anymore. Just thinking about his eyes makes me dizzy.

Three more minutes.

Nightrage bursts into their first song, one I’ve heard before at Damage Control, the sole Big Deal club in town. DC caters to none and all, which is probably why it’s still in business. Hip-hop, jazz, mellow acoustic, ska—DC hosts anyone who can draw a crowd. Black Phantom used to play there two or three times a month before they left town. Now Nightrage plays there a lot, and I get the feeling Gothic Rainbow hasn’t quite made the grade yet. Otherwise, they wouldn’t’ve played first tonight.

I’m counting down the seconds remaining in my last minute of this stupid night when Gothic Rainbow reappears from backstage and worms through the crowd.

Heading for the patio.

All four of them.

I spin back toward the bar and glare at myself in the mirror. Kind of a rarity, really: seeing myself in an actual mirror instead of my posters.

Know what? I whisper-think to the pathetic soul staring back at me. Screw Mom, screw Jenn, and screw this. Go home. You know you’re not gonna talk to him.

Here’s the thing.

I want to.

So, so bad. I want to try, just once. Anything to take my mind off the destructionist paintings that are now emblematic of my postfriendship with Jenn and my—what was it?—oh yes, utter failure as an artist.

In the mirror, I see the drummer and the band walk onto the patio. They file past me, taking seats at the other end of the bar.

Eleven minutes have passed since I promised myself I’d wait ten minutes. It’s safe to get up right now and go home.

But the alternative is facing my mother, who’s probably still awake.

The alternative is letting what happened at Jenn’s last week continue to bother me instead of moving on. Finding new friends. Or something.

My hands spring leaks of cold sweat and my heart feels like one of that guy’s bass drums, thrumming and trembling. Like my body knows before I do that I’m actually going to risk talking to this drummer guy.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I say to my reflection. Like I have no choice.

Maybe, when all is said and done, I don’t. Maybe none of us do. I dunno.

I slide off my bar stool and chug the rest of my Coke like it’s a shot of Jäger. As if. I love me some soda pop, but liquid courage it is not. Most liquid courage makes me puke, I’ve learned recently. Wish I had Dad’s constitution on that front, sometimes.

There’s an empty seat next to the drummer. I force one foot after another toward that stool, which is somehow getting farther and farther away. I pass behind him, reach the bar stool—

And promptly bang my knee against it as I try to climb up.

“Ow! Fuck!”

The entire band looks at me.

“… Hey,” I add.

Three heads tip backward in greeting. The drummer just stares at me.

He is Caravaggio’s Medusa. I am a failed Perseus, turned to stone in his gaze. I want to dive into him through his pupils, swim around, know everything.

“You okay?” he says.

I rub my knee and nod, lying. “Yeah, yeah.” I point to the stool. “D’you mind if I …?”

Pop quiz! Which of these is longest?


(a) An era

(b) An epoch

(c) An eon

(d) The time he takes before answering



“Sure,” he says. His voice is low and, like, suspicious.

I climb onto the stool and lace my fingers into their usual knots. The other band members turn away and resume their conversation. I decide to dazzle the drummer with my knowledge of all things domestic, foreign, and galactic.

“Um,” I say.

He blinks at me.

“My name’s Zero,” I say, as if this will help.

“Zero.”

“Yeah.”

“A whole number less than one.”

“Yep, that says it all. Heh.”

His eyes never leave my face. He says nothing else.

“Well, Amanda, I mean,” I say. “I just, you know, like, go by … Zero.”

And I’m just, you know, like, a jackass. But he’s listening. Doesn’t that mean something? More likely: he’ll let me ramble on for a while before laughing at me and taking off.

I clear my throat. “So, um … I liked your music, you’re really good.”

There. That’s Jenn talking. Give the guy a compliment, pump his ego, get him talking about himself. That’s her sage advice. Like she has to do anything more than shake her ass to get a guy. I’m afraid if I shook my ass, it would never stop shaking. Colossal waves of chub could reverberate for weeks.

The guy raises a shoulder. “Thanks.”

“Yeah, uh … it was cool. How long have you been around?”

“Couple years.”

“Yeah? That’s cool. You guys were really good.”

Do I have an encyclopedic vocabulary or what? Bloody hell.

Nightrage stops playing suddenly. The singer and bassist are about to swing at each other, while the guitarist tries to break it up. Jerks. They do this at every show. Gothic Rainbow’s drummer watches them explode, shakes his head with a grin, and turns back to me. He’s shifted position a little, so I can see his face up close and personal. Cute and all, but I don’t care. All I can think about are his eyes. Like they know something I don’t.

I look at my boots. “So, I just, um … thought I’d come over here and have absolutely nothing to say.”

“Yeah?” he goes. “How’s that working out for you?”

“So far so good?”

I think one corner of his mouth turns up a bit. He sort of squints at me, like he’s trying to figure something out. If it’s me, I wish ya luck, bud.

But he doesn’t reply.

I fish for a new topic. “So … what, um … kind of music do you like?”

He tips his glass and sucks out the last bits of ice, his teeth crunching down, crushing the cubes. “Been known to listen to D.I.,” he says.

I twitch, electrocuted. “This D.I.?” I say, pointing to my shirt.

He glances at me. “Mm-hm. Underappreciated, in my opinion.”

There’s this tiny, odd flutter tickling my belly. It, um … feels kinda good.

But he doesn’t add anything else.

Time to cut my losses. “Cool. So, um … maybe I can—I mean, maybe I’ll see ya around again … sometime?”

“You never know.”

“Yeah,” I say, my stomach withering. “I guess not.”

I suck. In case you didn’t notice.

“Well …” I spin on my (prodigious, malformed) ass, ready to bolt. “It was nice meeting you.”

For no good reason at all, I stick my hand out, amazed that my palm doesn’t dump a gallon of sweat onto the bar.

The drummer gazes at me for a moment, looking at me sort of quizzically. “Mike,” he says, giving my hand a quick shake. His is dry and calloused but warm.

“Nice to meet you, Mike.”

“Likewise. Zero.”

We sit there and look at each other. I can’t turn away from his eyes; I’ve got to figure out what the hell is going on behind them. See if charcoal can capture the startling blue with pastel black.

But somehow, I doubt I’ll ever get the chance. I’m about ready to make my exit when Mike asks, “So now what?”

Surprised he’s initiated more conversation, I say, “Um … that’s a rather astute question, actually.”

“Is it? Hey, thanks!”

And suddenly, unbidden, unanticipated—and kinda neat—I laugh.

Mike does not. But he does sort of give me this little grin.

“We could, um …” I search for a solid answer. “I dunno, talk sometime?”

Holy hell, I really just said that.

“We could,” Mike says.

Nightrage starts up again—crisis averted—but despite their frenzied thrashing, I’m naked and trapped like I’m in an Edvard Munch landscape; swallowed by dismal curlicues, hearing nothing.

I give myself a shake. “Yeah. Okay, so … let me give you my number, then, I guess?”

Why not. I yank out my wallet and pull out a worn business card for Landscapes Art Supply. I have the number memorized. I flip the card facedown on the bar and grab a golf pencil from a mug. Are they kept here for just such an occasion? I write my number down and push the card toward Mike with my fingers, like I’m feeding a tiger.

“Anytime. Okay?”

Mike nods and picks up the card. “Got it.”

“Okay,” I repeat. “Well, thanks. I mean, cool. I’ll, um … hope to hear from you, then?”

Mike blinks lazily back at me. But there’s this activity behind his eyes. Like I’m watching a master artist paint a new piece, but only able to watch his eyes while he works, never seeing the canvas as the painting takes shape. If that makes sense.

“So … see ya,” I say, and slide off the stool.

“See ya,” Mike says. And his eyes sparkle.

I force myself to walk straight to the patio exit. As I pass the other two band members, I hear one of them whisper: “Nice ass.”

I check behind me in time to see the singer smack the bassist upside the back of his head.

Clearly, I misheard. Must’ve been wide ass.

I walk out of the patio, and I’m compelled to wave to Mike through the window. Mike raises a casual hand in reply. A friendly hand; a no-way-in-hell-will-I-call-you hand.

I should feel, like, elated or something as I drive home, but I don’t. I feel like a tool. Yeah, so I got my guts up and talked to the guy. No big. I lived to tell the tale, and that’s about it. I try to tell myself that’s what matters, that I at least gave myself the chance.

Then I tell myself to kindly shut the hell up. I’m tired of thinking about it, sick of the merry-go-round thoughts of it all. Better to just get home, toss in a movie, read a book, paint by numbers, whatever. Forget this whole night ever happened.

When I get home, Mom’s still at the sink, like she never left. Awesome. I wonder if Dad pays her to be a housewife or what, because she doesn’t have a job.

“Where were you?” she demands before I’ve even closed the door.

God, for real? “A club.”

“Amy, would it be so horrible to let me know where you’re going to be?” She rubs her forehead and squeezes her eyes shut.

“Mmm … possibly. I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“Amy, I—”

“Dad home yet?”

Crap. I swear I didn’t mean for it to sound like that; all smart-ass. No, I didn’t. His truck isn’t in the driveway; it’s not like I could have missed it.

Mom looks at me, slapped. I try to come up with a way to apologize, but Mom walks down the hall to their bedroom and closes the door, massaging her head.

Way to go, Z, you’re a champ. I go into my room, shut the door, and start getting ready for bed. This whole night drained me. See! That’s why I should stay home. So much for a fun, relaxing weekend.

On the other hand … I did talk to Mike. That’s, like, momentous. It’s something. Right? And even avoided talking to Jenn. Yay, I guess …

I consider trying to capture Mike’s eyes on canvas, now that I’m here and have all my weapons at hand. Even before my fingers graze a brush, though, I know it’ll be a waste. I’m too tired, too bitchy, and art supplies don’t come cheap. Whatever.

I change out of my shirt, and catch myself pausing just before pulling on an old pair of sweat shorts. Biting my lip, I slowly turn around until I can look over my shoulder at my reflection in the glass covering Dalí’s Young Virgin Auto-Sodomized by Her Own Chastity. Which is not quite as gross as it sounds.

Nice ass, huh?

“Not … bad,” I whisper. But not nice. No way.

I climb into bed, wishing I could tell Jenn how I actually talked to a living, breathing male of the species of my own accord.

I wonder what the weather is like in Chicago right now.

I think about charcoal sapphires.

I wonder if my phone will ring.

Ever.
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